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Abstract 
A qualitative study using transcendental-phenomenological research design was used to understand 
healing experience encountered by Malaysian women survivors of childhood sexual abuse. In this study, 
element of spirituality its connection healing experience was from childhood sexual abuse were explored. 
Seven women survivors participated in the study and a total of 21 in-depth interview sessions were carried 
out with each session ranging from 40 to 100 minutes. Outcome of this study unveiled 4 themes of healing 
experiences connected to element of spirituality. They were: Experience of God presence in their life, 
Experience of change of perspective of childhood sexual abuse, Found inner strengths through God, and 
Found peace and serenity through spiritual prayer and reading .  
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of JIBES 
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1.0 Introduction  
In Malaysia, cases of child sexual abuse continue to increase every year from an average of one case 
reported daily in 2003 to two cases daily in 2008 ( 10,000 child, 2009). Despite the statistics showing a 
significant increase of reported cases, studies related to child sexual abuse in this country are still rare. After 
an intensive search on literature related to child sexual abuse in the Malaysian context, only total of seven 
studies were found and reviewed. A total of seven local studies investigated the issue related to child sexual    
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abuse that were conducted by Dunne and colleague (2008), Lukman (2009), Kassim (1995), Nor Shafrin 
(2007), Nor Shafrin & Rohany (2009), Singh and colleague (1996) and Sonamuthu (1993). This above 
scenario indicated a lack of studies of on child sexual abuse thus it required more attention. Hence, the aim of 
this study is able to provide more understanding and insight regarding childhood sexual abuse in Malaysia 
context. 
The development of studies on childhood sexual abuse in Malaysia is still at an infant stage in comparison 
with the developed countries. According to Merill, Thomsen, Sinclair, Gold, and Milner (2001), studies 
related to childhood sexual abuse and can be categorized into three generations of research findings. The first 
generation addressed the negative impact of child sexual abuse (Freshwater, Leach, & Aldridge, 2001; 
Jumper, 1995; Neumann, Houskamp, Pollock, & Briere 1996). The second generation attempted to address 
the elements that facilitate the differences of experiences among the survivors (Fassler, Amodeo, Griffin, 
Clay, & Ellis, 2005; Murthi & Espelage, 2005, Merrill et al., 2001). Finally, the third and the latest 
generation addressed the processes interplayed by the factors that were identified in the second generation 
research findings (Banyard & Williams, 2007; Bogar & Hulse-Killacky, 2006). 
Those Merrill and colleagues have proposed that the latest generation of research should focus on 
understanding the processes interplayed by the mediating factors, however there are still many current studies 
(Adams & Bukowski, 2007; Filipas & Ullman, 2006; Murthi & Espelage, 2005) that focus on the factors that 
influencing the survivor s experience of childhood sexual abuse. In this study, the researchers hope to 
contribute to, and expand, the second and third generations studies of childhood sexual abuse. Thus, in this 
study the researchers were interested to further understand the element of spirituality in the healing process 
from childhood sexual abuse.  In previous literatures, the element of spirituality was often reported as one of 
the key important of healing elements in helping women survivors experience healing (Bogar & Hulse-
Kilacky, 2006; Valentine & Feinauer, 1993; Walker, 2007). However in most of the previous research were 
based on the western countries perspective. Therefore, the aim of this study was to understand Malaysia s 
women survivors perspective on healing from childhood sexual abuse through ones spirituality.  
2. Method  
2.1 Design  
Phenomenological design was considered to be the best fit for this study because it allows the researcher 
to obtain an in-depth understanding of the women survivors healing experiences. As described by several 
pioneer in phenomenological research field, phenomenological research design enables the researcher to 
conduct an in-depth inquiry and obtains understanding on a phenomenon based on the personal experiences 
and meaning constructed by an individual (Colaizzi, 1973; Osborne, 1994; Moustakas, 1994).   
2.2 Participants  
In this study, 7 women survivors from childhood sexual abuse were selected. The selection of the women 
survivors were based on a series of criteria which was set for the purpose of this study. Identified criteria 
were:  
Current age of the participant: Study targeted age of the participants was 21 years old and above. This 
criterion was aimed to recruit women survivors who had reached an adult status in the legal 
perspective.  
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Age of the participant first experienced the abuse: Study recruited female participants who had 
experienced sexual abuse when they were less than 18 years old. 
Duration of child sexual abuse encountered by the participants: In this study, the research was aimed to 
recruit women survivors who acknowledged that they experienced with minimum of twice incidences 
of childhood sexual abuse within a year. 
Participant s declaration of healing from childhood sexual abuse: The study recruited participants 
declaration that they declared that they are healed or in a stage of going through healing from 
childhood sexual abuse.  
2.3 Sampling procedure  
The sampling involved two stages.There were level one sampling process and level two sampling process) 
In the first level of the sampling process, the researchers used several strategies to gain access to women 
survivors such as approaching organization that are related to women, media advertising, and researcher s 
social networks. . As a result, the researcher was able to acquire a total of 10 women survivors contact 
numbers. The level two sampling focused on the methods of sampling that were used for this study.  Two 
purposeful sampling methods were identified and used as a guide. The first method of purposeful sampling 
was maximal variation sampling in which the researcher selects participants with different characteristics 
(Creswell, 2008; Miles & Huberman, 1994). The second method of purposeful sampling was snowball 
sampling. Creswell described the snowball sampling method as when the researcher requests participants to 
recommend another person to be the research participant (Cresswell, 2008).  
3. Data analyses  
In this study Moustakas data analysis method was used as a guide in analyzing the data (Moustakas, 
1994). This selected method is based on Moustakas modification of three methods of data analysis proposed 
by Stevick (1971), Collaizzi (1973), and Keen (1975). A total of eight steps of data analysis were 
implemented in this study. The following is the description of these steps. Researcher used a 
phenomenological approach to provide a comprehensive description of the experiences of the phenomenon 
under study. 
Researcher transformed the experiences of the phenomenon from all the obtained data into verbatim 
transcription. In this study, a total of 21 transcriptions were generated.  
Researcher drew out a list of relevant statements from the 21 transcriptions. Around 100 of relevant 
statements were generated and each of the statements was treated as being of equal value for analysis.  
Each statement were later grouped into a wider category or addressed as meaning units or themes. 
Total of four of meaning units were generated. They were: (a) Experience God presence in their life, 
(b) Experience change of perspective of childhood sexual abuse, (c) Found inner strengths through 
God and (d) Found peace and serenity through spiritual prayer and reading.  
After the meaning unit had been constructed, the researcher prepared the textural description. The 
researcher drew out the individual textural description focused on what the experience of the 
phenomenon is from the meaning unit.  
Researchers follow up with individual structural description. The focus of this step was to illustrate 
how of the experience of the phenomenon as it happened.  
In the step seven, a composite textural description and a composite structural description were 
generated.  
Researcher prepared an integrative description which includes both composite textural description and 
composite structural description to construct the essence of the experience. 
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4.  Results  
4.1 Textural description  
All women survivors connected their recovery with their spiritual beliefs. Women survivors used the 
terms, God, Universe, and someone higher above to describe what assisted them in their healing from 
childhood sexual abuse. Further, women survivors reported that spiritual aspects such as worship, prayer, and 
spiritual reading had assisted them in coping and healing from childhood sexual abuse. They used terms of, 
prayers, praying, read Quran, and read Bible.
4.2 Structural description  
There were four spiritual themes identified by the women survivors. First theme was connected to the 
presence of God in their life and assisted them in healing from childhood sexual abuse. Second theme was 
related to how connection with God had changed their perspective on what had happened to them. The third 
theme was associated with the inner resources belief given by God to help them overcome the inner struggles 
they faced in their healing journey. The forth theme was connected to spiritual prayer and spiritual reading 
that helped them in coping and overcoming the childhood sexual abuse.  
Experience God presence in life. Women survivors experienced God s presence in their life and the 
presence makes them feel assured, comforted, guided, and protected by God. Several women survivors 
believed that God had given them assurance and comfort when there was no one there to help them 
after the abuse took place. Women survivors had also experienced being guided and protected by God 
from further harm by the abusers. They believed that God had performed miracles in their life to 
protect and rescue them from abuse.  
Change perspective of childhood sexual abuse. Survivors believed that the God had changed their 
perspective of the abuse that they had gone through. They believed whatever happened to them had 
happened for a reason, and several perceived what had happened were tests from God. They believed 
God wanted them to become a better person and also was preparing them for bigger challenges in life.  
Found inner strengths through God. In reviewing this theme, women survivors perceive God had 
given them inner resources to overcome childhood sexual abuse. Several women survivors believed 
God had given them the strength and love to forgive those who had harmed them.  
Found peace and serenity through prayer and spiritual reading. Spiritual prayers and reading were 
believed to have helped them in many ways to cope with what had happened. Most of the survivors 
reported that spiritual prayers and reading had helped them to experience peace and calmness in life, 
and had also made them hopeful about their future.   
4.3 Essence  
Throughout the journey of recovery from childhood sexual abuse, women survivors were confronted with 
many forms of suffering. It can be symbolized as struggling to survive in the deep sea. Spiritual belief was 
like a life jacket that keeps women survivors floating and prevents them from drowning. The women 
survivors believed God was there to guide them and protect them when there was nobody there to support 
them. Further, spiritual prayer had granted much inner peace for many of the women survivors. This inner 
peace continued leading them to be hopeful for a better tomorrow.       
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5. Discussion   
Women survivors addressed several aspects of spirituality that played a significant role in assisting their 
healing journey. Pertaining to first theme, where women felt God always there for them where they feel 
protected, comforted, and assured by God, this was similar to the outcome in Bogar and Hulse-Kilacky s 
(2006) study, where women experienced a sense of protection through their spiritual beliefs. In a study by 
Valentine and Feinauer (1993), women survivors experienced a sense of assurance as being a worthy and 
valuable person through using spirituality as tool for healing. Pertaining to the second theme, wherein women 
survivors perceived their spiritual belief had played a significant role in changing their perspective of past 
abuse from negative to positive, it is parallel with the results of Bogar and Hulse-Killacky (2006). Their 
study revealed that spirituality contributed to women survivors experience of positive transformation in life, 
where they gained a sense of acceptance.  
The third theme, where women perceived God provided them with inner resources such strength and love 
to overcome the past trauma is consistent with a previous qualitative study which revealed women survivors 
perceived that they cannot overcome the past trauma without God. Indeed, they believed God is within 
themselves to help them overcome past childhood sexual abuse (Bogar & Hulse-Killacky, 2006).  Finally, in 
the last theme, women survivors expressed that spiritual prayers and readings had helped them in coping with 
the past trauma. More specifically, they experienced calmness and peacefulness through prayer and reading 
spiritual materials. This reflects as a positive religious coping strategy and it enables women survivors to 
experience less anger as well as a lower depressive mood (Gall, 2006).  
In general, most of the studies on spirituality connected to healing from childhood sexual abuse presented 
the element of spirituality as contributing to greater healing. However, other studies connected to spiritual 
coping suggest that it may lead to negative impacts on women survivors, particularly negative spiritual 
coping. For example, studies revealed that trauma survivors who used negative spiritual coping (e.g., 
perceiving the abuse as God s punishment) had experienced negative impacts (Gall, 2006; Pargament, Smith, 
Koenig & Prerez, 1998).  
In conclusion, the argument whether or not spirituality is able to assist women survivors experience 
healing from childhood sexual abuse, depends on the type of spiritual coping used by the survivors. Positive 
spiritual copings led to positive impacts and negative spiritual copings led to negative impacts (Gall, 2006; 
Pargament, Smith, Koenig & Prerez, 1998). In this study, women survivors generally presented with positive 
coping strategies, thus it brought positive impacts in their journey of recovering from childhood sexual abuse. 
The above argument highlighted the important for practitioners and researchers to be aware and not to 
assume all spiritual copings will bring positive impacts to the survivors.  As mentioned before, many studies 
agreed the important role of spirituality in assisting women survivors experience healing from childhood 
sexual abuse (Bogar & Hulse-Kilacky, 2006; Valentine & Feinauer, 1993; Walker, 2007) included the 
present study. However, the aspect of how helping profession can use spirituality as an important tool to 
assist women survivors was unable to be presented in this study. Thus, it is recommended in future research 
to further discover an intervention framework for helping profession and researchers to assist women 
survivors experience healing from childhood sexual abuse through one s spirituality.   
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